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SCARED STRAIGHT  
Boot Camps for Queensland 
TERRY HUTCHINSON and KELLY RICHARDS 
The Liberal National Party (‘LNP’) ‘tough on youth crime’ policy mantra was well-publicised in the months leading up to the 2012 
Queensland state election.1 Boot camp trials were espoused as a quick-fix panacea — a way of addressing youth offending. The 
idea was particularly favoured in the far northern regions of the state. In line with the new government’s policy, the Youth Justice 
(Boot Camp Orders) and Other Legislation Amendment Bill 2012 (Qld) (‘the Bill’) had a speedy passage through the unicameral 
Queensland parliament. It was introduced on 1 November 2012, scrutinised by the Legal Affairs and Community Safety Committee 
(‘LACSC’) which sought community feedback, and reported back to Parliament within the given timeframe of three weeks. The Bill 
received assent early December and the provisions commenced in January 2013.  
This article examines the legislative changes implemented in Queensland. It analyses the issues prompting the amendments such 
as the perception that parts of Queensland were in the grip of a ‘soaring juvenile crime rate’, the conservative government’s ‘tough 
stance’ policy towards youth offending, and the transfer of youth justice ‘solutions’ such as ‘boot camps’ among jurisdictions. The 
article assesses the evidence base for boot camp orders as an option in sentencing young offenders and concludes by raising 
serious concerns about pursuing such a narrow hardline approach to youth justice.  
The legislative changes 
The Queensland Attorney-General and Minister for Justice, Jarrod Bleijie MLA in introducing the Bill stated that: 
The bill fulfils the government’s pre-election commitment and pledge to introduce youth boot camps to stop the cycle of youth crime and give 
young offenders a real chance at rehabilitation and the opportunity to make positive life decisions. The program is part of the Safer Streets Crime 
Action Plan and will take a whole-of-government approach to working with 80 young people over two years.2 
The government’s program includes two different types of boot camps that are planned to run over a two year period. The Early 
Intervention Youth Boot Camp (‘EIYBC’) being offered by the Kokoda Challenge Association (the Isurava Program) is running on 
the Gold Coast and targets young people aged 13 to 17.3 This pilot program is voluntary and young people will not be required to 
admit guilt to an offence to be eligible. It is not covered in the recent legislative amendments. According to the Queensland 
Department of Justice and Attorney-General (‘DJAG’) website the individual programs will run for a maximum of three months 
depending on the young person and their family’s needs. The program aims to challenge the attitudes and behaviours of the young 
people involved, enhance physical health and wellbeing, enable the identification of individual and family issues and connect young 
people and their families with support services. 
Referrals from government and non-government agencies including police, education, health and child safety services, are based 
on the young person exhibiting various factors. These include early family/parental conflict and poor parental supervision and 
discipline; a commencement of association with peer group with anti-social attitudes; early involvement with alcohol and drug use; 
family members involved in the criminal justice system or condoning anti-social and criminal behaviour; child maltreatment; recent 
disengagement from education, training and/or employment or immediate risk of disengagement and anti-social behaviour 
(including disturbance of the peace and trespassing). 
On the surface, this is a small government initiative in which, providing there is a good program, carefully chosen participants and 
sensitive implementation, young people may receive an appropriate intervention. Early reports from this program on the Gold Coast 
seem positive.4 Like many early intervention programs that focus on ‘at risk’ young people, however, it runs the serious risk of ‘net-
widening’ by inadvertently drawing more young people into the criminal justice system. It is of particular concern in this regard that 
child maltreatment is one of the listed risk factors. Children suffering from abuse and neglect may risk adverse effects from 
association with young people who exhibit antisocial behaviours.  
The amendments to the Youth Justice Act 1992 (‘YJA’) pertain to the second program — the Sentenced Youth Boot Camp 
(‘SYBC’). This program represents a new sentencing option available before detention. The option is based on a supervised youth 
justice order — a ‘boot camp order’. The court must be provided with a pre-sentence report (s 151) for any child being considered 
for the program. Only children aged over 13 years, who usually reside in the prescribed area and who consent to participate in the 
program (s 226C) are eligible. Reading s 226C(3) together with a new Schedule 5 there are additional considerations that make a 
child ineligible for the program, including whether the child has been charged or convicted of one of a list of disqualifying offences. 
The disqualifying offences set out in Schedule 5 of the YJA include serious personal injuries and sexual offences.5 This may well 
mean that children with an extensive record, even of minor offences, will not be eligible for a boot camp order. This raises the 
important question of precisely which young people will be eligible for boot camps. While one of the stated objectives of the program 
is to reduce the number of young people in detention, young people with histories of serious and/or persistent offending will not be 
eligible. It stands to reason, however, that there will be few young people facing a sentence of detention who do not have a history of 
serious and/or persistent offending. This program, like the EIYBC, may therefore result in net-widening. 
According to s 226F, at the end of the program the child is not liable to serve a further period of detention but this is subject to the 
provisions of Part 6 Division 12 of the YJA covering the contravention of community based orders (ss 236-252). Section 246A 
covers the court’s powers on breach of a boot camp order. On breach, the court may revoke the order and (a) order the child 
instead to serve the sentence of detention for which the boot camp order was made; or (b) make a new boot camp order for the 
child; or (c) make a conditional release order for the child. The court may also permit the child a further opportunity to satisfy the 
requirements of the boot camp by for example varying the order. However, in these circumstances the onus is on the child to satisfy 
the court it should permit the child this further opportunity. The period for which the child has complied with the boot camp order is 
taken into account in relation to any extension or any conditional release order made under the section.  
There are a few aspects of the program that need clarification. First the programs will only cater for small numbers. According to 
the DJAG website, each of the two programs will have an intake of ‘20 per year (40 young people across two years)’ — a total of 80 
children. Secondly it is unclear how girls are to be catered for within the programs. The DJAG website acknowledges that in relation 
to the SYBC:  
Although current offending patterns indicate that the majority of young people referred to the SYBC will be male, the specific developmental and 
safety requirements of young women referred to the SYBC will be met by the service provider. 
There is no indication of how small numbers of females will be accommodated in the legislated offender program. Indeed, given 
that recent media coverage indicates that the only two young people to have been sentenced to the SYBC are one young male and 
one young female who had sufficient interaction to escape from the boot camp facility together,6 we have serious concerns about 
the capacity of the program to provide a safe and effective intervention for young women. Thirdly, s 226C states that a child is 
‘eligible’ for a boot camp order if they have ‘attained the age of 13 years at the time of sentence’. The participation group for the 
SYBC program is therefore limited to 13- to 16-year-olds because 17-year-olds are considered adults in Queensland and are not 
covered by the YJA.7  
Issues prompting the amendments 
What were the reasons behind the speedy introduction of these changes? According to the Explanatory Notes the impetus for the 
changes to the YJA was that ‘[c]ommunity concern regarding youth offending has been escalating and there is an expectation that 
young people are held accountable for their crimes’.8 It is noteworthy that the statement did not say that youth offending had 
actually been escalating. ‘Community concern’ about crime does not always reflect the true rates of crime, although it may reflect 
specific concern about pockets of offending. 
In fact, Australian Bureau of Statistics (‘ABS’) data on recorded crimes show that youth offending (defined as offending by those 
aged 10 to 19 years) remained stable between 2008–09 and 2009–10 before decreasing between 2009–10 and 2011–12.9 
Youth offender rate(a), States and territories —  
2008–09 to 2011–12 
 Footnote(s): (a) Rate per 100,000 population aged 10 to 19 years (see Explanatory Notes paragraphs 26–29). (b) NSW data are presented separately (see Explanatory Notes 
paragraphs 45–47). (c) South Australian data may be overstated (see Explanatory Notes paragraphs 57–58). (d) ACT data may be overstated (see Explanatory Notes paragraphs 
70–71). (e) Data for 2009–10 and 2010–11 for the ACT have been revised. 
Australian Bureau of Statistics 
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Data published by the ABS provide a limited view of youth offending, as they reflect offending by young people aged 10 to 19 
years, rather than those legislatively defined as children (ie 10- to 16-year-olds in Queensland and 10- to 17-year-olds in all other 
jurisdictions). As offending peaks in late adolescence, these data may not reflect offending by those defined as children under the 
Act. Further, as ABS data reflect offending recorded by police, they may be affected by policing practices. ‘Trends’ in youth 
offending may therefore actually be trends in policing young people. Queensland Childrens Court data provide a more accurate 
reflection of youth offending, as they are limited to those defined as children under the Act, and are not affected by changes to 
policing practice.  
Childrens Court data show that, in contrast to the ‘community concern’ that ‘youth offending has been escalating’ in Queensland, it 
has decreased in recent years. According to the Childrens Court Annual Report 2011–12, ‘there was an overall decrease in the 
number of juveniles whose cases were disposed of in all Queensland courts in 2011–12. The decrease was 6.9 per cent, following 
a decrease of 8.6 per cent in 2010–11’.10 The Court’s previous Annual Report had stated that:  
After a slight rise in the figures for the number of charges against young people in 2009/2010, the current figures again show a decrease. They do 
not support articles recently published arguing that juvenile crime is on the increase.11 
In addition, despite any perceptions that young people are a threat to the general community, young people are victimised at a 
much higher rate than adults, and are themselves the ‘most vulnerable group to violence’.12 Further, most victims of youth 
offenders are other young people. Judge Michael Shanahan is reported as commenting that: ‘[t]he public perception is that juvenile 
crime is on the increase and is something to be fearful of. But most victims of juvenile crime are juveniles, not the old lady 
wondering what the kids across the road are going to do to her’.13  
The Court’s 2011–12 Annual Report noted that:  
Of the 4,211 victims of juvenile offenders in 2011–12, the majority were under the age of 20 years (53.3% of those where age was recorded), with 
25.2% aged 10 to 14 years and 21.2% aged 15 to 19 years. Only 6.4% of victims were aged 50 years or over. 
If there is any general community concern regarding offences being committed by youths against older members of the population 
then it is not warranted. While it may be the case that certain geographical locations experience rates of youth offending well above 
the statewide figures, and that residents’ fear in these locations is legitimate, it is nonetheless important that responses to youth 
offending are fair, just and evidence-based.  
Another explanation for the amendments is the government’s policy of demonstrating a tough stance towards crime in the 
community and particularly towards youth crime. In debates in Parliament, the opposition members referred scathingly to the 
new programs as being ‘experimental’ and embodying ‘populist policy on the run’.14 Some were quick to label the pilot an 
‘ideologically driven approach’ to youth offending.15 
The Youth Advocacy Centre, in their submission on the Bill, pointed out quite eloquently that it was not the case that youthful 
offenders were being given light sentences or that ‘nothing happens’ to young people.16 The table below demonstrates the way in 
which the sentencing regime in the Childrens Court is very similar to that in the adult court. 17  
Children: Youth Justice Act 1992 
 
Adults: Penalties and Sentencing Act 
1992 
 
Reprimand – s 175(1)(a) 
Good behaviour bond – s 175(1)(b) 
Fine – s 175(1)(c) 
Probation order – s 175(1)(d) 
Community service order – s 175(1)(e) 
Conditional release order – s 220 
Intensive supervision order – s 175(1)(f) 
Detention – s 175(1)(g) 
Detention up to life – s 176(3)(b) 
Serious offences – increased maximum – s 
176(1)–(2) 
Absolute or conditional discharge – s 
19(1) 
Recognisances – ss 19(1)(b), 24, 30–32 
Fine – s 45 
Probation order – s 91 
Community service order – s 101 
Suspended sentence – s 144 
Intensive correction order – s 111 
Imprisonment – ss 153, 153A 
Detention – indefinite – s 163 
 
Both young people and adults in Queensland are subject to a range of penalties from cautions, good behaviour bonds and fines at 
the least severe end, to life detention at the most serious end. The courts have the ability to sentence young people to quite lengthy 
sentences if the circumstances of the offence warrant this.18 
Policy transfer is arguably also behind this initiative. Policy transfer is the ‘process by which knowledge of policies, administrative 
arrangements, institutions and ideas in one political system (past and present) is used in the development of policies, administrative 
arrangements, institutions and ideas in another political system’.19 Boot camps have a long history as a response to youth offending 
centred mainly on programs in the United States. There was, for example, the ‘shock incarceration’ statute in Ohio in 1965, and the 
correctional boot camps established in Georgia in 1983,20 and by 1994 there were reported to be 47 boot camps operating across 
the US with six of these being programs for young people. In addition, in March 1995 a work camp for non-violent offenders aged 16 
to 21 was also established near Laverton in Western Australia.21 More recently, the Northern Territory government has committed $1 
million to establish a boot camp program for young people.22 This amendment may well be a precursor for other such initiatives.  
Boot camp orders as an option instead of detention for young offenders 
While the stated rationales in the Bill’s Explanatory Notes for the introduction of boot camps for young people were somewhat 
confused,23 the primary objective was to reduce the use of detention by providing a sentencing option ‘before detention’ for the 
courts.24 Reducing the rate of young people in detention is an admirable goal, as detention has consistently been shown to be 
criminogenic (ie it fosters reoffending) for young people.25 In addition it has a wide range of other negative outcomes for young 
people, families and communities.26 Further, research in New South Wales has demonstrated that youth detention is no more 
effective in reducing recidivism by young people than community-based options.27  
Another of the objectives of the boot camp program stated in the Bill’s Explanatory Notes is to prevent young offenders ‘from further 
offending’. The evidence is clear, however, that boot camps for young offenders have not been effective in reducing reoffending. 
Numerous rigorous studies have demonstrated that militaristic correctional boot camps do not reduce the likelihood of reoffending. 
For example, a meta-analysis of 32 robust research studies of militaristic boot camps concluded that the ‘common and defining 
feature of a boot-camp is not effective in reducing post boot-camp offending’.28 Similarly, a meta-review of crime reduction 
programs conducted in Washington State in the US found that boot camps did not reduce recidivism among participants.29 While 
boot camps may seem a good option for instilling discipline in young people and leading them towards a more appropriate future 
path, the research demonstrates these are not outcomes of boot camps.30 International research demonstrates that boot camps 
and wilderness camps are ineffective unless they include a strong therapeutic focus on education, families and psychological and 
behavioural change.31  
Existing research therefore suggests non-therapeutic boot camps constitute a punitive response that is highly unlikely to make 
young people more disciplined or deter them from reoffending. This is especially so when boot camps are designed in a way 
that overlooks the reintegration of young people back into their communities. While it is easy to see the appeal of the ‘short, 
sharp shock’ of boot camps, the evidence consistently shows that the ‘scared straight’ approach can be counterproductive and 
may actually foster offending.32  
Concerns  
In addition to the lack of evidence in support of the efficacy of boot camps, one of the main concerns with this change is that it will 
have an inequitable impact on Indigenous youth. The over-representation of Indigenous youth in custody remains one of Australia’s 
most pressing social problems.33 Data on youth offending have repeatedly revealed large discrepancies between the rates of 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous youth drawn into the youth justice system in every Australian jurisdiction, although some 
jurisdictions have higher rates of over-representation than others.34 According to national data collected by the Australian Institute 
of Health and Welfare,35 Indigenous youth account for about one-third of all young people in Australia under youth justice 
supervision, yet they comprise only around five percent of the Australian youth population. Nationally, Indigenous youth are  
20 times as likely to be in unsentenced detention and 26 times as likely to be in sentenced detention as non-Indigenous youth.36 
Indigenous youth comprise over half of the juveniles under supervision in Queensland.37  
Given this, the introduction of boot camps will impact disproportionately on Indigenous youth and communities and may increase 
current levels of incarceration. It is extremely likely that the vast majority of the young people who are admitted into the northern 
pilot program will be young Indigenous men and there is recognition of this target group in the information sheet on the DJAG 
website.38 
Programs for Indigenous youth require special features in order to increase the likelihood of success. However there are few 
safeguards built into the legislation surrounding issues of consent or cultural competence in relation to the programs. In 
November 2009, the then Standing Committee of Attorneys-General (now the Standing Council on Law and Justice) endorsed the 
National Indigenous Law and Justice Framework.39 One objective was to put in place strategies to reduce the over-representation 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander offenders, defendants and victims in the criminal justice system. While the strategy 
identified to reduce recidivism rates was to ‘[i]ncrease the availability and scope of effective rehabilitative interventions to 
holistically respond to the causal (risk, needs and responsivity) factors that drive ongoing offending behaviour amongst 
Indigenous women, men and youth’, the actions underlying this strategy call for ‘culturally competent programs that respond to 
the causal factors and complexity of need of individual offenders’. It would be expected that recognition of these issues should be 
evident in the current legislative initiative. 
In addition, youth in regional centres throughout Australia are generally recognised as being disadvantaged in relation to 
sentencing options. The NSW study of the youth justice system in the National Assessment of Australia’s Children’s Courts found 
one of the greatest challenges ‘is the inability of the system to navigate its vast geography to offer every young person the same 
access to specialist court officers, functions and programs’.40 The Queensland system is likely to demonstrate similar inequities. 
While a stated aim of the introduction of boot camps is to reduce the rate of young people in detention in Queensland, there are 
strict eligibility criteria for participation in the program (described above). It has been well-documented that Indigenous young 
people are often excluded from non-custodial programs due to not meeting eligibility criteria (eg because they have a history of 
violence).41 A concern is therefore that a process of net-widening will occur, whereby young people other than those at risk of 
detention (ie those who would have been diverted under the YJA) will now be caught up in a program with little evidence of success 
and that breaches of conditions may lead to an additional criminal record. In contrast with legislators’ stated aims, therefore, the 
current legislation runs the risk of drawing more Indigenous young people into the criminal justice system, while having little impact 
on those at risk of detention. This may in turn result in more Indigenous young people in detention, despite the stated aims of the 
boot camp legislation.  
Conclusion 
This article has sought to raise a number of concerns about the introduction of boot camps in the Queensland youth justice system. 
First, there is a ‘tough on crime’ rhetoric underlying the introduction of boot camps, despite the fact that the research demonstrates 
that militaristic boot camps do not reduce recidivism. Further, it is of concern that boot camps are likely to disproportionately impact 
on Indigenous youth who are already severely over-represented in the hard end of the justice system. Despite this, there are no 
obvious attempts in the legislation to ensure that the programs are culturally competent and cater adequately for the needs of this 
group. Another major concern outlined here is that, as boot camps exclude young people with histories of serious and/or persistent 
offending, it is likely that young people facing detention in Queensland will not be eligible to participate. This in turn is likely to lead 
to a process of net-widening. Finally, it is worrying that this policy trend towards more punitive and unevidenced approaches has 
already started to gain a stronghold outside Queensland. 
TERRY HUTCHINSON teaches within the Law School, and KELLY RICHARDS teaches within the School of Justice, at 
Queensland University of Technology. 
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